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1 Introduction

Higher education in Spain consists almost exclusively of universities. Currently, there are 70 universities, 50 state-owned and 20 private. There are 1.6 million students enrolled, only 8 percent in private institutions. Formally, all universities have a similar structure and scope as a consequence of the rigid state regulation. In principle, all may deliver programs of any level and are engaged in research activities, though in practice there are relevant differences among institutions. 

The Spanish higher education system experienced a fast growth in the last three decades when it turned into a mass higher education system enrolling a high proportion of secondary school leavers. Very recently, the system has entered a period of stability in the number of students due to the demographic decrease. In these decades not only the system increased, but it was carried out a complete legal and structural revolution which has deeply transformed the whole higher education system. In the next pages we will focus especially on these last decades, the most important in the history of the Spanish universities.

2 A brief historical summary
Spanish universities are among the oldest in the world. The University of Salamanca in the Kingdom of Castile and Leon was founded in the earliest years of the thirteenth century and the University of Lleida in Catalonia was established in 1300. Universities at that time had not too much to do with the current institutions. They were small institutions focused on fields such as Law, Philosophy and Theology. Kings and the Church played a relevant role in the functioning of the institutions, though some universities like the University of Valencia, founded in 1500, was under the tutorage of the city, being the first “civic university” in Spain.

In the sixteenth century, ten of the current universities were already established. In the same century, the first universities in the American colonies were founded in Santo Domingo, Bolivia, Mexico and Peru. This situation did not change significantly for almost four centuries. Remarkably, only three of the current public universities were founded from the sixteenth century until 1968. The nineteenth century and the Industrial Revolution did not result, as in many other countries, in the flourishing of new institutions. Nevertheless, the nineteenth century was a critical point for Spanish universities. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, liberalism stemming from the French Revolution changed the structure of the State. Under the Napoleonic system of higher education adopted by Spain, the universities were in fact state agencies that were totally regulated by laws and norms issued by the State at national level. Universities had no specific budgets and expenditure was regulated by the state down to the smallest detail. Professors were civil servant of a national body moving from one institutions to other. Until very recently, academic programs were identical in all institutions. They had the same curricula and there were no differences even in the syllabus. This strictly regulated higher education system was also an elitist system whose main goal was to prepare the ruling group of the modern State, especially the civil servants. Consequently, Spanish universities had (and to some extent, still have) a strong professional orientation. The teaching process was focused on the transmission of skills essential to the development of professions, many of which were in the State structure. 

Nevertheless, it should be kept in mind that the new liberal State was the shield of all citizens against the aristocratic and ecclesiastic oligarchy in the Ancient Regime. This change brought “… (though not without fierce resistance and periods of reaction) the concept of the university as an institution of the state, which now succeeded to the monopoly once wielded by the church in this field” (García-Garrido, 1992, p.664). The State monopoly over higher education originated in Spain, as in other European countries, as a mechanism to protect universities against the social sectors which opposed academic freedom and independence of knowledge. On the contrary to other countries where private ownership of the universities was the guarantee of freedom and independence from external powers, in Spain the State became the guarantor of both freedom of teaching and administration of universities. 

3 Recent developments

The situation described above began to change during the 1970s, when the system started to shift from an elite system to a mass higher education. Legal changes helped trigger a complete renovation of the higher education system. After the restoration of democracy and the promulgation of the new Constitution in 1978, the transformation of the universities was one of the main political objectives of both academics and political parties. Thus, the first major change in the educational system was the reform of higher education. In 1983 the University Reform Act (Ley de Reforma Universitaria, hereafter referred to as LRU) was passed, which resulted in a profound transformation in the Spanish higher education system. The LRU formed the basis for the process of emancipation of higher education from the control of the State, as occurred in other European countries during this decade (Neave and Van Vught, 1991). The main changes introduced by this Act were (Garcia-Garrido, 1992; Mora, 1997a): 

· universities became autonomous entities with the capacity to establish their own programs and, to some extent, the curricula; 

· professors were no longer part of a national body and began to “belong” to each university;

· responsibility for universities was transferred to regional government;

· institutions began to receive public appropriations as a lump sum, and to have wide-ranging capabilities in allocating funds internally. 

· it was allowed the creation of private universities (before, only Catholic Church universities were allowed).

It is worth to point out that seventeen regional governments took care of their universities in financial and organizational matters. Nevertheless, the Napoleonic tradition of “national diplomas” and civil servant staff was still kept, and the central government still kept the capacity for fixing general rules for curricula, the responsibility of accrediting the study programs or fixing the salary or duties of the staff (the same for each public university).

Other remarkable consequence of the LRU was the strong democratization of the internal structure of universities. The power over crucial decisions was transferred to collegiate bodies where non-academic staff and students were present in a considerable number (roughly, one third of the members). Since that reform University Senate has considerable power, including the election of the rector. Boards with large numbers of members make the decisions on faculties and departments and elect deans and heads of departments. The Social Council (in principle patterned after boards of trustees in American universities) was also established as an external body representing the wide interests of society in the University. Nevertheless, the real influence of this body is quite small due too the preponderance of internal collegial bodies.

In the edge of the new millennium Spanish universities were in a new context due to:

· a new legal framework which was drawn up by the central government towards the end of 2001 (Ley de Ordenación Universitaria, hereafter referred to as LOU); 

· the agreement among all European governments for transforming the structure of higher education in European countries (the Bologna Declaration); and 

· the decrease in the number of students as a consequence of the dramatic falling of the birth-rate.

The LOU made only small changes to the legal structure of higher education. Among the most noteworthy features of the Act were: a) the incorporation of some lay persons in the running of university (always a minority group); b) election of the rector by direct vote (as opposed to being voted indirectly by the senate); c) an increase in the representation of tenured professors in the collegial bodies; d) the requirement that academic staff have to obtain national accreditation before being appointed by universities; and e) the obligatory post-hoc accreditation of study programs by the new National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation. 

In general, the LOU gave universities and autonomous regions slightly more independence to organize themselves as they wish. This allows both universities and regions to introduce, in a very limited way, their own legal regulations and adapt them to the new situation. This new situation allowed some differentiation and improvement of those universities which fulfilled two conditions: they were interested in promoting change and they were located in an autonomous region whose leaders are also concerned about the competitiveness of their universities. Some regions are doing more than others on this front, but results are not outstanding because reforms proposed by the LOU were too limited.

Currently, the new government is planning a new reform on some aspects of the LOU. The most outstanding proposed reform will be a real revolution in a bi-centenary tradition. Universities will become fully autonomous for designing diplomas and curricula. The “national diploma” does not disappears formally (it is in Spanish Constitution) but it becomes, to certain extent, a formality (diplomas proposed by universities will need to be registered in a national list of diplomas). 

4 Curricula structure 

Bologna reforms have not been yet implemented in Spain. There are four basic types of university programs: short-cycle programs, which are more vocationally oriented and run three years; long-cycle programs, which last five or six years; second-cycle programs, which last two years (a first program is required) and doctoral programs, which add two years of course work and require the preparation of a research-oriented thesis after a long-cycle degree. Doctoral programs are pursued primarily by students interested in an academic career. Generally speaking, people with greater economic resources or intellectual capabilities traditionally have preferred long cycles university programs. 

The Bologna Declaration that has to be implemented in Spain within the next years established a cyclic structure that will change the current model in the next year. Nevertheless, because the Spanish system was partially cyclic this reform will not result in a dramatic structural change as in other European systems. 
Very recently, the Government has proposed the new structure which will be compulsory from 2008. The proposed reform consists in three levels: bachelor (240 ECTS), master (60-120 ECTS) and doctorate. There is also a short level diploma with no special labour recognition for those leaving bachelor studies with at least 120 ECTS.

More relevant than structural changes are the changes in the content and in the way of carrying our teaching and learning that have been developed and that still need to be improved. Traditionally, in Spain courses have been strongly based on theoretical knowledge, to the detriment of practical, methodological or other formative aspects. Adaptability to society's needs, to students’ curricular demands and to the variability of labour market demands required substantial reform in the curriculum. A process of reform began at the late eighties when basic national criteria for new curricula were set up. The aim of the curricula reform was to adapt the system to the new situation, introducing a new teaching and learning style which was to be more focused on practical lectures and tutorials, more flexible, and more suited to social needs. Consequently, the new curricula have a modular structure, courses are mostly delivered in semesters, the proportion of optional courses has increased and practical content has been extended in every course. Ad hoc committees for each degree in each university developed these guidelines. However, a conflict arose at these committees between what was in the interest of academics (keeping and developing courses related to their field of expertise, personal interests or merely their routines), and the necessity to adapt curricula to new requirements. In most cases, academics eventually imposed their own interests. In addition, when the new curricula started to be implemented most academics did not fully realize that the old model of teaching and learning was obsolete and they considered the reform as a mere re-organization of old programs. The result of the process is that new curricula are better than the old ones but still far from the new demands of the knowledge society. 

After the relative failure to implement the new syllabi as a result of the academic staff’s refusal to take the aims of the reform on board, adaptation to the new common space for higher education is considered to be an excellent opportunity to point the system in the right direction. This is probably the most important challenge that Spanish higher education has to face in the next years. A positive result in this endeavour will make the difference for the future. The Bologna reform that will start next year should be the golden opportunity for implementing a new educational approach. This is the real challenge of Spanish higher education in this moment.
5 Higher education demand

In 1960, the real growth of the higher education system began. In that decade the number of students doubled, doubled again in the next twelve years and once again before 1995. From the mid nineties, the increase stopped abruptly and in the last decade the number of students has kept stable, around 1.6 million. This stability is the consequence of the dramatic and continuous decrease in the birth rate since 1975, which has only recently stabilized at a very low level. Nevertheless, the number of students is not decreasing due to the increase in the participation level in higher education. It could be roughly estimated that 60 percent of the secondary education leavers are entering higher education.

In 1970 the proportion of women was just 26 percent, but by 1986 the proportion reached 50 percent and continued increasing in the following years, being now stabilized around 54 percent. Women's access to higher education is overwhelming in fields such as Health Sciences (especially in short-cycle programs), Social Sciences, and Humanities. 

By fields, Social Sciences (where Economics and Business are the most popular disciplines) and Law account for half of university students. Traditionally Engineering has been in high demand, but the number of places offered has been scarce and the level of difficulty for students very high. Recently, the establishment of new programs, especially short-cycle programs, and the increasing participation of women have increased the share of engineering students reaching 25 percent. 

The access to higher education is quite open. After finishing academic secondary education, students have to pass an entrance exam if they wish to enter long-cycle university programs. The main goal of this entrance exam is to control standards of educational achievement in the secondary schools, public and private. This exam is organized by the universities at regional level. After passing the entrance exam, students are allowed to apply for any university program, generally at a university in the same region. Students who pass the exam receive a total score (selectivity score) that is used to assign students to programs depending on their preferences and the availability of places.

To have a more accurate portrait of the Spanish university system, it is important to note that students spent considerably more time finishing their studies than formally required. Therefore, the yearly number of graduates is low, compared with the large number of people enrolled at the universities. This low percentage is explained by the high number of drops-out and students who get behind. 

It is surprising that the remarkable growth of higher education in Spain has never been accompanied by any explicit governmental statement recommending or supporting access to higher education. Moreover, it seems that most people in political and academic spheres have considered the growing number of students in universities as something undesirable but inevitable. Nevertheless, central and regional governments have implemented de facto policies to satisfy the strong demand for higher education. The growth of higher education has been clearly a demand-driven process. The supply of places and the resources committed to universities have increased dramatically, though always with some lag on the demand and with a lack of planning. This growth in resources was especially remarkable since 1984, when the autonomous regions started the process of taking over universities and the “political value” of universities increased. 

6 Financial resources

In 1985 the total expenditure in higher education was only 0.54 per cent of GDP and in 2000 reached 1.2 per cent of GDP (OECD, 2005). Nevertheless, there are special features that should be clarified to understand how this amount of money is distributed. Firstly, there is a relative importance of resources set aside to fund new infrastructure. During the 1990s, greater efforts were made to invest in the higher education system, in order to solve one of its key problems: the shortage of buildings and equipment. As an example, in 2000, Spain assigned to capital investment 20.6 percent of total spending (being 11.6 percent the OECD average).

Secondly, most of the current expenditure in Spanish higher education institutions goes on staff. As mentioned previously, this is one aspect of expenditure which universities have little control over since salaries are set by central government and, to a lesser extent, by regional governments. This is an important characteristic because it means that only a small percentage of current resources are set aside for expenses other than staff, in particular, funds to purchase goods and services which allow universities to develop quality policies. 

Thirdly, the role of private sector funding has increased during the 1990s. In 1991, approximately 20 percent of funding came from the private sector. This percentage increased to 25.8 percent in 1999. It is important to mention the fact that during this period of growth in Spain, private funding in other EU countries decreased. Whereas in 1995 the average private sector funding in EU countries was 15.6 percent of total expenditure, in 1999 the figure had fallen to 13.8 percent. The private funds come from four sources: student fees (500-800 € by year, depending on the field of study), research funds (from regional, national and European research funds), contracts with companies (an increasing activity) and continuing education courses (where, in most cases, full cost are charged to students).
Finally, an important, and controversial, feature of higher education funding in Spain is the lack of resources set aside to provide financial aid to students. Grant expenditure is around 0.09 percent of the GDP.
A recent initiative, part of the reform plans of the new team in charge of higher education, is the launching of a new student loan plan. This system will be ready for 2007 and will allow master students to ask for a subsidized loan. It is restricted to master students to test the model, but the intention is to extend loans to all students in the next future. These loans are income-contingent and will be paid when graduates’ earnings reach a threshold. 
7 The academic staff

The LRU deeply changed the former situation of academic staff (Mora, 2001). The main structural changes were as follows:

· Departments, with several professors working together and sharing teaching and research activities, substituted the former individual chairs.

· Professors became members of a university, and could only move to other institutions by open competition. 

· An increase in academic staff salaries, making an academic career more competitive from an economic point of view.

The current structure of academic staff in Spain was deeply shaped by the legal changes implemented during the 1980’s. Their effects were similar to that of an earthquake in the traditional structure of Spanish universities. The hierarchical system based on the individual power of the chair-holder, and the excessive influence of the national guild of chair-holders collapsed. The academics claim that the profession has lost prestige and social recognition. This is probably true but it is mostly due to the simple fact that the number of professors has grown enormously as a result of the move towards a mass higher education system. 

Nevertheless, the LRU did not change the legal status of the academics. Academics in tenured positions (around 70 percent of the total) are still civil servants and members of national bodies. There is a deep contradiction between the status of academics and the university autonomy. Personnel matters are a perfect example of the conflicts among intervening institutions. On one hand, the central government decides on general personnel policies (basic structure, workload and salaries) while regional governments are responsible for financing universities and indirectly for paying the payroll in public universities. Yet academics are mostly civil servants with salaries and working conditions defined by the central government. In addition, universities can establish their own personnel policies, such as the number of staff in each category or the actual workload of personnel. In fact, decisions are made in universities by the staff through their collegiate boards. Eventually, decisions on staff numbers made by universities and decisions on salaries made by the central government have direct implications on the costs that regional governments have to meet. It is obvious that such a complex, four-level structure of decision-making on university personnel issues is inevitably a permanent source of conflict and discord. Fortunately, though these conflicts are permanent, they are less virulent than one may expect of such a potentially conflictive structure. As expected, the LOU has maintained the same civil servant structure, although it allows regional governments to create new positions for professors without civil servant status. Unfortunately, the currently proposed reform does not make any relevant changes in this sense.
8 Quality assurance and accreditation

Generalized assessment of individuals and institutions began in the early 1990’s. Teaching and research activities of academics are evaluated on a regular basis. Promotion and some salary increases depend on assessments (Mora, 2001). Nevertheless, several years passed before this principle started to be implemented in study programs. In 1993, the “Experimental Program for Assessment of the Quality in the University System” was launched. The Program evaluated teaching, research, and institutional management in several universities. As an experimental project, the primary purpose was to try various methods and make proposals for change based on the experiences gained (Mora, 1997b). 

After these pilot projects the Council of Universities established the National Program for Assessment of Quality in Universities in 1995 (Mora and Vidal, 1998) with the aim of introducing a systematic assessment of universities. This program spread out the culture of quality among the Spanish universities. Only after a few years, Spanish universities have set up new offices to support quality assurance programs and thousands of people are participating in self-assessment activities and external visits around the country. 

The LOU established that programs must undergo assessment, certification and accreditation. The management of quality assurance may be carried out by the newly created National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation (ANECA) or by regional agencies in their own territories. The LOU also obliges new study programs to undergo a process of accreditation in order to be considered as official qualifications. This represents an important innovation in the Spanish higher education system regulations. Previous requirements have always had to be met in order to obtain official approval, but no further checks were made after that. The accreditation of study programs is currently in an experimental design phase and it will be at least several years before it is introduced. 

9 A last challenge: university governance

As we have mentioned before, a consequence of the LRU was the strong democratization of the internal structure of universities. At that moment, after leaving almost half century of political dictatorship those developments were considered as a positive and necessary move for everybody. In addition to governing universities, the main responsibility for managing institutions lies in academics. Although some institutions hire professional managers for some managerial positions, they are always in dependent positions, while most of the decision-making power lies in academics that are temporarily occupying a managerial post. There is no evidence that academics have enough knowledge or training for acting as managers. On the contrary, in general they have no experience in the management of any type of big organizations. The results are normally far from being a model of good practice.

The move from direct State intervention to institutional autonomy should be accompanied by other mechanisms such as competitiveness (for students, staff, funds and reputation), diversification of resources and increasing client power and social responsibility of institutions. These trends have not been sufficiently followed in Spanish universities for several reasons: a) The lack of tradition of serving the community. Coming from a bureaucratic model, universities and staff (mostly civil servants) consider themselves more as belonging to a branch of the public administration than as part of an institution at the service of the community; and b) the lack of governmental policies on higher education. Regional governments, with few exceptions, have not been able to define policies on higher education, establish goals for public institutions or require universities to achieve some objectives. 

By the end of the 1990s, all academic analysts and political parties were aware of the need for changes in the legal structure of higher education in the sense of introducing a more professional governance style. Nevertheless, the new LOU made only slight changes in the legal structure of universities: a) the incorporation of three lay persons in the Governing Board of the university; b) the election of the rector by direct vote (as opposed to being voted indirectly by the senate); and c) an increase in academic staff representation, which created a slight reduction in student representation. Although these were not major changes, they were not at all well received by most university and student leaders, who considered these measures to be an attack on university autonomy and university democracy. However, the Act altered such minor aspects and the reforms had such a lack of ambition that it did not attract the support of those most interested parties in the change. The overall impression is that this reform has not made any substantive difference to the Spanish higher education system. The proposed reform, now under discussion, does not introduce relevant changes in the governance model. The Spanish higher education system is missing a historical opportunity for improving.
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